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1
DETECTION AND AVOIDANCE OF STALLED
FILESYSTEMS TO PREVENT STALLING OF
VIRTUAL TAPE DRIVES DURING TAPE
MOUNTS

BACKGROUND

A virtual tape storage system can include multiple direc-
tories in which virtual tapes are mounted. Directories, and the
virtual tapes mounted on the directories, can be accessed by
systems coupled with the storage systems. A mainframe can
be coupled with an input/output controller which communi-
cates with the virtual tape storage system.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The foregoing will be apparent from the following more
particular description of example embodiments herein, as
illustrated in the accompanying drawings in which like ref-
erence characters refer to the same parts throughout the dif-
ferent views. The drawings are not necessarily to scale,
emphasis instead being placed upon illustrating embodi-
ments.

FIG. 11s a block diagram illustrating a mainframe which is
operatively coupled with an input/output controller, which is
operatively coupled with a storage system.

FIG. 2 is a flow diagram illustrating an example embodi-
ment.

FIG. 3 is a flow diagram illustrating a process to determine
stalled directories for different request types.

FIG. 4 is a flow diagram illustrating a process to receive a
request to mount a virtual tape file.

FIG. 5 is a flow diagram illustrating a process which deter-
mines whether a directory is stalled.

FIG. 6 is a block diagram of a virtual tape emulator.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

A description of example embodiments follows.

In one embodiment, a method includes, within a virtual
tape emulator, receiving a request to access a directory in a
disk array including a set of directories. The method further
includes determining whether the directory is stalled. The
method also includes preventing access to the directory if the
directory is stalled.

In one embodiment, the request is received from at least
one of a mainframe and a user.

In another embodiment, the request is a request to mount a
virtual scratch tape file from the disk array. The method
further includes determining a plurality of available virtual
tapes in the directory. The method also includes mounting one
of'the plurality of available virtual tapes in the directory as the
virtual scratch tape file.

In another embodiment, the request is a request to write a
virtual tape in the disk array; and further comprising: The
method further includes writing the virtual tape to the direc-
tory.

In another embodiment, the request is a request to create a
virtual tape file. The method also includes creating the virtual
tape file in the directory.

In another embodiment, the request is a request to mount a
virtual tape file from the disk array. The method further
includes searching for the virtual tape file in the set of direc-
tories. The method also includes mounting the virtual tape
file, if the virtual tape file is found in the set of directories.

In another embodiment, the method includes, if the direc-
tory is stalled, adding the directory to a stalled list. The
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2

method further includes, if the virtual tape file is not found
after searching for the virtual tape file in the set of directories,
searching the stalled list with a higher priority.

In another embodiment, determining whether the directory
is stalled further includes requesting, from the directory, a
start time and an end time of a most recent input-output
request, wherein if the difference of the start time and the end
time is greater than a threshold value, the directory is stalled.

In another embodiment, preventing access to the directory
ifthe directory is stalled includes removing the directory from
a list of candidate directories or flagging the directory as
stalled.

In another embodiment, the directory is multiple directo-
ries.

In another embodiment, a virtual tape emulator includes a
request reception module configured to receive a request to
access a directory in a disk array including a set of directories.
The virtual tape emulator further includes a stall determina-
tion module configured to determine whether the directory is
stalled. The virtual tape emulator also includes an access
prevention module configured to prevent access to the direc-
tory if the directory is stalled.

A product such as the Data Library for Mainframe (DLm),
available from EMC, Inc. of Hopkinton, Mass., is a virtual
tape library for an IBM or compatible mainframe.

FIG. 1 is a block diagram 100 illustrating an example
embodiment employing a mainframe 102, which is opera-
tively coupled with an input/output controller 106, which is
operatively coupled with a storage system 104. The DLm is
an example of an input/output controller 106. The mainframe
102 sends a request to access the storage system 104 through
the input/output controller 106. The mainframe 102 can issue
at least four different types of requests to the input/output
controller 106.

A first request is mounting a virtual scratch tape in the
storage system 104. A virtual scratch tape is a temporary
virtual tape file mounted in a directory in the storage system
104. The virtual scratch tape file can be mounted in any
available directory within the storage system 104. A directory
is available to mount a virtual scratch tape file should the
following conditions all be true: the directory is writeable, the
directory has enough free space to mount the virtual scratch
tape file, and the directory is not stalled.

A second request that the mainframe 102 can issue is a
request to move a virtual tape to a directory in the storage
system 104. In this type of request, the mainframe 102
requests that the input/output controller move a virtual tape
file, in one embodiment, from a mounted virtual scratch tape
file, to a more permanent virtual tape file in the storage system
104. This type of request causes searching of the storage
system 104 to find a directory with appropriate characteristics
forthe moved virtual tape file, such as being writeable, having
enough free space to store the virtual tape file, and not being
stalled.

A third request that the mainframe can issue is a request to
create a virtual tape file in the storage system 104. This
request creates a new virtual tape file in a directory in the
storage system 104. This type of request causes searching of
the storage system 104 to find a directory with appropriate
characteristics to store the new virtual tape file, such as being
writeable, having enough free space to store the virtual tape
file, and not being stalled.

A fourth request that the mainframe 102 can issue is a
request to mount an existing virtual tape file from the storage
system 104. The input/output controller 106 searches for the
virtual tape file among directories in the storage system 104.
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Searching a particular directory for the virtual tape file can
hang if the particular directory is stalled or frozen, however.

The system described in the present Application is directed
towards preventing attempts to access stalled directories. The
four types of requests access directories in the storage system
104. Directories in the storage system 104 can sometimes
stall.

When an input/output controller 106 attempts to access a
stalled directory, the mainframe 102 can hang or freeze. The
input/output controller 106 can be configured to prevent
accesses to stalled directories for any mainframe 102 requests
to avoid the mainframe 102 hanging or freezing. By prevent-
ing (or delaying) accesses to stalled directories, the system
can be more stable, reliable, and freeze or hang less fre-
quently.

FIG. 2 is a flow diagram 200 illustrating an example
embodiment. First the system receives a request to access a
directory in the storage system (202). A person of ordinary
skill in the art can appreciate that a request to access a direc-
tory can be a request to access multiple directories, and thus
further references herein to one directory should be inter-
preted as also including multiple directories.

Next, the system determines whether the directory
requested is stalled (204). In one embodiment, the directory
requested is a single directory. In another embodiment, the
request does not specify a specific directory to access, but
rather requests access to any available directory, which
requires determining whether multiple directories have
stalled. Determining whether multiple directories have
stalled can be performed either by checking each of the mul-
tiple directories sequentially, or all of the multiple directories
simultaneously. The steps described below describe deter-
mining whether a single directory has stalled, however, a
person of ordinary skill in the art can expand this approach to
determine, either simultaneously or sequentially, whether
multiple directories have stalled.

In one embodiment, the system selects a directory and
determines whether the selected directory is stalled. Should
the system determine that the directory has stalled, the system
skips accessing the requested directory (206). Skipping
access to the requested directory prevents the mainframe, or
any other peripheral, from freezing or hanging upon an
attempt to access the directory. On the other hand, should the
directory not be stalled, the system continues with the request
to access the directory (208). Examples of continuing with the
request include adding the directory to a list of not stalled
directories, or accessing the directory.

FIG. 3 is a flow diagram 300 illustrating a process to
determine stalled directories for different request types. The
system receives a request to access a directory (302). The
system determines whether a particular directory is stalled
(304). In one embodiment, the mainframe can implicitly or
explicitly request access to multiple directories, as described
above. Should the request implicitly or explicitly request
access to multiple directories, the system can first determine
whether a particular directory has stalled, where the particular
directory is chosen randomly, arbitrarily, or from a predeter-
mined or fixed directory or list of directories. After the initial
particular directory is chosen, other directories in the request
can be checked sequentially, randomly, or by any other order,
as described below.

Should the particular directory be determined to be stalled
(304), the system skips the particular directory that is stalled
(306). On the other hand, should the particular directly be
determined to not be stalled, the system adds the particular
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directory to a list of available directories (312). From there,
the system again determines whether all directories have been
tested (308).

The system determines whether all directories requested
have been tested for being stalled (308). If the all the direc-
tories have not been tested for being stalled the system sets the
particular directory to a next directory. In other words, the
system sets up the next directory to be checked for stall status
(304).

Should all of the directories be tested, the system deter-
mines the type of request it has received (314). A person of
ordinary skill in the art can appreciate that this test can occur
upon receiving the request (302) or at another time during the
process. However, the flow diagram 300 shows determining
the type of request at the end of the process illustrated in the
flow diagram 300 to explain the process clearly. Should the
type of request be a request to mount a virtual scratch tape, the
system mounts a virtual scratch tape to a directory from the
list of available directories (316). Should the request be a
write or move of avirtual tape, the system writes a virtual tape
to a directory from the list of available directories (318).
Should the type of request be to create a virtual tape, the
system creates a virtual tape in a directory from the list of
available directories (320).

FIG. 4 is a flow diagram 400 illustrating a process to
receive a request to mount a virtual tape file. The system first
receives a request to mount a virtual tape file (402). Mounting
a virtual tape file generally includes searching/finding the
virtual tape file in a directory in the storage system, and
mounting the tape from the found directory. Searching for the
virtual tape file to mount, however, can access a stalled direc-
tory or stalled directories because the directories must be
searched to find the virtual tape file.

The system then determines if a particular directory in the
search is stalled (404). If the particular directory is stalled, the
system skips the directory (406). Optionally the system adds
the directory to a list of skipped directories (408). Then, the
system determines whether all the directories have been
tested (410).

On the other hand, if a particular directory is determined
not to be stalled, the system searches the directory for the
virtual tape file (414). The system determines whether the
virtual tape file is found (416). If the virtual tape file is found,
the system mounts the virtual tape file and ends the search
(420). If the virtual tape file is not found, the system deter-
mines whether all directories have been tested (410).

Should all directories not be tested, the system sets the
particular directory as a next directory from a list of directo-
ries that are being searched for the virtual tape file (412). The
system determines whether the new particular directory is
stalled (404). On the other hand, should the system determine
that all directories have been tested, the system optionally
prioritizes skipped directories from the list of skipped direc-
tories to search in the next pass (422). In this optional embodi-
ment, the system prioritizes skip directories because the not
stalled directories have already been searched (414), so it is
likely that the virtual tape file resides in one of the stalled
directories that the system skipped and hasn’t yet searched
(406). However, the skipped directories must be determined
to no longer be stalled for the directory to be searched (414).
After prioritizing skipped directories, in the optional embodi-
ment, the system sets the particular directory as a next direc-
tory from the list of directories (412). This can be the first
directory searched during the first pass of the directories, a
random directory, arbitrary directory, a fixed directory, or a
prioritized directory of the list of skipped directories.
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FIG. 5 is a flow diagram 500 illustrating a process which
determines whether a directory is stalled. The system first
requests a status of a directory (502). The system employs a
dedicated process (or thread) that is associated with each
directory. In one embodiment, the dedicated process checks
various attributes of the directory, such as writeability, health
of the directory, and input/output status. The input/output
status includes a start time and an end time of a most recent
input/output request. In one embodiment, should the input
output request be ongoing or still active, the end time of the
input/output status is the present system time.

The system receives the start time and the end time from the
status request of the most recent input output request to the
directory (504). The system then calculates a difference
between the start time and the end time (506). Then the
system determines whether the difference is greater than a
predetermined threshold value (508). The predetermined
threshold value can be any amount of time set by the user or
administrator. A person of ordinary skill in the art can now
appreciate that increasing the threshold value decreases the
system’s sensitivity to stalled directories, and decreasing the
threshold value increases the system’s sensitivity to stalled
directories. In one embodiment the threshold value is five
minutes. A person of ordinary skill in the art can now appre-
ciate that the threshold value could be any amount of time. In
this manner, the difference between the start time and the end
time of an ongoing input/output request can be greater than
the threshold value. Should the system determine that the
difference is greater than the threshold value, the system
determines the directory is stalled (510). Should the system
determine that the difference is not greater than the threshold
value, the system determines that the directory is not stalled
(512).

FIG. 6 is a block diagram 600 of a virtual tape emulator
602. The virtual tape emulator includes a request reception
module 604, a stalled determination module 610, and an
access prevention module 618. The request reception module
604 receives a request to access a directory 606. As described
above the request to access a directory 606 can be a request
multiple directories. The request reception module 604 for-
wards a module activation signal 608 to the stall determina-
tionmodule 610. Upon receiving the module activation signal
608, the stall determination module 610 issues a request for
directory information 612 to the storage system. The stall
determination module 610 and then receives directory infor-
mation 614 from the storage system. The stall determination
module 610 analyzes the directory information 614 (as fur-
ther described in relation to FIG. 5) and issues a stall deter-
mination 616 to the access prevention module 618. Should the
stall determination 616 indicate there is no stall, the access
prevention module 618 issues an access request to the
requested directory 620. Should the stall determination 616
indicate that the directory is stalled, the access prevention
module 618 issues a notification that the directory is skipped
622 to the mainframe.

A person of ordinary skill in the art can appreciate that
embodiments or aspects of the method and system described
above may be implemented in the form of hardware, soft-
ware, or firmware. If implemented in software, the software
may be any form of software capable of performing opera-
tions consistent with the example embodiments disclosed
herein. The software may be stored in any non-transient com-
puter readable medium, such as RAM, ROM, magnetic disk,
or optical disk. When loaded and executed by processor(s),
the processor(s) are configured to perform operations consis-
tent with the example embodiments disclosed herein. The
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6

processor(s) may be any form of processor(s) capable of
being configured to execute operations as disclosed herein.

While this invention has been particularly shown and
described with references to example embodiments thereof, it
will be understood by those skilled in the art that various
changes in form and details may be made therein without
departing from the scope of the invention encompassed by the
appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A method comprising:

in a virtual tape emulator:

receiving a request to access a directory in a disk array

including a set of directories configured to overlay the
disk array, thereby delineating a fractional portion of a
disk array device or a combination of the fractional
portions of two or more disk array devices, wherein the
request is a request to mount a virtual tape file from the
disk array;

determining whether the directory is stalled;

preventing access to the directory if the directory is stalled,

such that access to the fractional portion of the disk array
device or the combination of the fractional portions of
the two or more disk array devices may be prevented
while a remainder of the disk array device or devices
may remain accessible;

searching for the virtual tape file in the set of directories;

if the virtual tape file is found in the set of directories,

mounting the virtual tape file;

if the directory is stalled, adding the directory to a stalled

list;

if the virtual tape file is not found after searching for the

virtual tape file in the set of directories, searching the
stalled list with a higher priority.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the request is received
from at least one of a mainframe and a user.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the request is a request
to mount a virtual scratch tape file from the disk array; and
further comprising:

determining a plurality of available virtual tapes in the

directory; and

mounting one of the plurality of available virtual tapes in

the directory as the virtual scratch tape file.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the request is a request
to write a virtual tape in the disk array; and further compris-
ing:

writing the virtual tape to the directory.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the request is a request
to create a virtual tape file; and further comprising:

creating the virtual tape file in the directory.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein determining whether the
directory is stalled further includes requesting, from the
directory, a start time and an end time of a most recent input-
output request, wherein if the difference of the start time and
the end time is greater than a threshold value, the directory is
stalled.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein preventing access to the
directory if the directory is stalled includes removing the
directory from a list of candidate directories or flagging the
directory as stalled.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the directory is a plu-
rality of directories.

9. A non-transitory computer readable medium storing a
virtual tape emulator, wherein the virtual tape emulator com-
prises:

a request reception module configured to (i) receive a

request to access a directory in a disk array including a
set of directories configured to overlay the disk array,
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thereby delineating a fractional portion of a disk array
device or a combination of the fractional portions of two
ormore array devices, and (ii) receive a request to mount
a virtual tape drive in the disk array;

a stall determination module configured to determine
whether the directory is stalled;

an access prevention module configured to prevent access
to the directory if the directory is stalled, such that access
to the fractional portion of the disk array device or the
combination of the fractional portions of the two or more
disk array devices may be prevented while a remainder
of the disk array device or devices may remain acces-
sible;

a virtual tape search module configured to search for the
virtual tape file in the set of directories;

a virtual tape mounting module configured to mount the
virtual tape file, if the virtual tape file is found in the set
of directories;

a stalled directory listing module configured to, if at least
one directory is stalled, add at least one directory to a
stalled list; and

a prioritized secondary search module, configured to, if the
virtual tape is not found after searching for the virtual
tape file in the set of directories, search the stalled list
with a higher priority.

10. The non-transitory computer readable medium storing
the virtual tape emulator of claim 9, wherein the request
reception module is further configured to receive the request
from at least one of a mainframe and a user.

11. The non-transitory computer readable medium storing
the virtual tape emulator of claim 9, wherein the request
reception module is further configured to receive a request to
mount a scratch tape file in the disk array; and further com-
prising:
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an available virtual tape determination module configured
to determine a plurality of available virtual tapes in the
directory; and

a mounting module configured to mount one of the plural-

ity of available virtual tapes in the directory as the
scratch tape.

12. The non-transitory computer readable medium storing
the virtual tape emulator of claim 9, wherein the request
reception module is further configured to receive a request to
write a virtual tape in the disk array; and further comprising:

a virtual tape writing module configured to write the virtual

tape to the directory.

13. The non-transitory computer readable medium storing
the virtual tape emulator of claim 9, wherein the request
reception module is further configured to receive a request to
create a virtual tape; and further comprising:

a virtual tape creation module configured to create the

virtual tape file in the directory.

14. The non-transitory computer readable medium storing
the virtual tape emulator of claim 9, wherein the stall deter-
mination module is further configured to request, from at least
one directory, a start time and an end time of a most recent
input-output request, wherein if the difference of the start
time and the end time is greater than a threshold value, the
directory is stalled.

15. The non-transitory computer readable medium storing
the virtual tape emulator of claim 9, wherein the access pre-
vention module is further configured to remove the directory
from a list of candidate directories or flag the directory as
stalled.

16. The non-transitory computer readable medium storing
the virtual tape emulator of claim 9, wherein the directory is
a plurality of directories.
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